. Partly as a consequence of this accident, overall morbidity rates in Belarus rose more than 40% during the 1990s (www.unicef.org).
The role of social support in all of these nations was, to some extent, paradoxical. On the one hand, members of these societies relied on the support of kin and other informal networks simply to survive (Schwarzer et al., 1994; Sik & Wellman, 1999) . This had a number of consequences on the structure of living arrangements, with, for example, members of Eastern European countries often combining households for financial reasons (Scharf, 1995) . At the same time, considerable social movement and stressful life events following the break-up of the communist system contributed to a fracturing of established social networks (Kraus et al., 1998; Schwarzer et al., 1994) . Because of the shared nature of these strains, turning to others for support led to an extra burden on those already under considerable duress (Coyne, Wortman, & Lehman, 1988; Hobfoll & London, 1986) . This was exacerbated by the prevailing interpersonal suspicions that arose out of the widespread corruption and distrust of the former Soviet times, where state ideology had emphasized collectivistic and depersonalized relationships (Mamali, 1996; Markova, 1997) and the most intimate of interpersonal liaisons and conflicts could provide a source of blackmail and control for the Communist Party. Hence, a widespread belief that 'commitment to [other's] welfare [was] foolhardy at best and selfdestructive at worst' (Schwartz & Bardi, 1997, p. 392 ) was prevalent.
Age and social support
Although the image of the 'isolated' older person is often an exaggeration (Chappell, 1992) , research in Western cultures has generally indicated that levels of social support decline with age (e.g. Litwin, 2001; Litwin & Landau, 2000; Wenger, 1990) , with friendship ties particularly likely to decline (Vaux, 1988) . A number of particular aspects of the decline of the FSU make ageing a central issue of concern when studying social support in these post-Communist countries.
First, the removal of formal social services that previously helped combat loneliness (e.g. state groups for the retired) led to the need to develop new social networks that no longer relied on existing services and an increasing sense of isolation amongst the elderly population (Tchernina & Tchernine, 2002) . A second, economic consequence of the decline of formal state support in the FSU was the removal of an essential financial 'safety net' from an increasingly impoverished population (Iecovich et al., 2004) . As a result, most of the elderly found their small retirement incomes increasingly insufficient in a period of rapid inflation and currency devaluation. In the words of one of Iecovich et al. 's respondents.
'For us, elderly people, the former regime provided everything and we felt secure, but now we feel abandoned and neglected' (Iecovich et al., 2004, p. 313) .
The financial difficulties suffered by the majority of the population, where individuals were frequently engaged in two or three different jobs just to 'get by', also meant that elderly citizens could no longer turn to hard-pressed family members for tangible support (Buckley, 1996; Iecovich et al., 2004) .
A third consequence of ageing in these countries resulted from structural changes in living practices. Western commentators have noted how an individual's withdrawal from the labour force at retirement may lead to the loss of many of their former social ties (Vaux, 1988) . As people age they may also lose long-standing friendships, often through immobility or death (Vaux, 1988) . In the FSU, physical proximity with supporters, often seen as central to non-kin relationships (Chappell, 1992) , was undermined by a privatisation programme that forcibly expelled many from their homes and separated them from former communities and social networks (Andrusz, 1992) . In addition, for a sizable proportion of the population, the new freedom to travel meant the further weakening of existing networks (e.g. the large Jewish migrations to Israel from Ukraine after 1989; Iecovich et al., 2004) . Finally, the respect and validation of past accomplishments frequently sought towards the end of life (Erikson, 1963) were undermined by the marked cultural changes which questioned the 'wisdom' of the old and challenged their role in active social networks (Vaux, 1988) . At a time when the 'rules of the game' established under communism were increasingly irrelevant, the elderly felt increasingly disempowered in these new, often aggressive, capitalist societies.
Income and gender
Local historical and cultural conditions are likely to produce different ecological 'presses' that impinge on support perception and availability and may produce interactions between cultural and subcultural factors (Georgas, 1993) . Financial resources are important proximal variables in mediating the impact of larger social and economic structures on individual personality and behaviour (Kohn, 1989) , with the employment situation influencing both the opportunities for interaction (Jerusalem & Mittag, 1995; Wellman, 1985) and normative expectations as to how these relationships should develop (Allan, 1993) . Those with higher incomes generally have larger social networks (Fischer, 1982; Kraus et al., 1998; Liem & Liem, 1978) and those from lower social classes report lower levels of support, weaker social networks and a more marked decline in support during the ageing process (Chappell, 1992; Murrell, Norris, & Chipley, 1992; Thoits, 1984; Townsend, 1998) .
In this paper I report data from five groups of respondents, chosen to represent a wide age range and different economic circumstances. My first group of participants were retired individuals. As well as being the oldest age group (median age ¼ 64), this group is the poorest (McAuley, 1995) and amongst those struggling most to deal with transitions of the previous few years (Rose, 1995a) . Previous work in other countries suggests that this group is likely to enjoy lower levels of support than workers of the same age who are still employed (Bosse, Aldwin, Levenson, Workman-Daniels, & Ekerdt, 1990) . Three 'mid-aged' groups were chosen to select a range of economic resources in these four nations. Manual workers (median age 40) have suffered greatly from the economic uncertainties that have followed the transition to the market economy (Kryshtanovskaya, 1992; Teague, 1992) and lack the material resources to enjoy extended social networks (Allan, 1998) . These can be contrasted with the richest social group in the sample, the new managerial classes of Eastern Europe (median age 39), and a moderately wealthy group of civil servants (median age 41). Finally, university students are the youngest group in the sample (median age 20). This group is likely to be the most comfortable with the social transformations of the previous few years and he consequent implications for evolving social support networks (Schwartz & Bardi, 1997) .
Gender, too, is a significant variable in support provision and perception. Consistent with most international studies on social support, Schwarzer et al. (1994) found women in East Germany reported greater received and perceived support than men. In this study I also anticipate that women will perceive greater support than their male counterparts (Hobfoll, 1996) .
Social support and mental health
The combined factors of economic deprivation, highly stressful life changes and marked role uncertainty are likely to leave older respondents feeling highly stressed by the 'new social order' in these post-communist societies (Schwartz, Bardi, & Bianchi, 2000) . However, the role of social support as an ameliorator of this distress has yet to be empirically investigated. Numerous studies have suggested that social support can act as an important promoter of mental health (e.g. Gottlieb, 1983; Henderson & Brown, 1988; Murrell & Norris, 1991; Sarason et al., 1997) but there is mixed evidence as to whether the significance of support increases with age (Schwarzer & Leppin, 1991b; Vaux, 1988) .
In the context of the FSU, particular 'local' factors might be of significance. Older individuals in these societies may have been partly 'inoculated' against life stresses in a region where social change and consequent hardships have been a prominent feature (Murrell & Norris, 1991) . Furthermore, in a social context where levels of psychological fatalism are particularly high amongst older populations (Klicperova, Feierabend, & Hofstetter, 1997; Markova et al., 1998) , support provision may be neither sought nor expected, or may simply reinforce a suspicion of others and their motives (Stephens, 1976) . I explore the relationship between age and support and support and mental health, and the mediating impact of social support on the relationships between age and mental health.
Summary of central research questions and hypotheses
In this paper, I examine the relationship between age, social support and mental health in four post-communist nations. In doing so, I suggest a number of hypotheses and research questions based on previous work in transient cultures on social support and other, largely Western, work on support and age.
First, I examine the overall correlation between age and support, predicting an overall decline in perceived support with age. Second, I investigate the impact of income, gender and nation on the relationship between age and support, anticipating that younger respondents, women and those with greater financial resources will enjoy the highest levels of support. Finally, I explore the relationship between age, social support and mental health. Here, on the basis of previous, largely Western research, I predict that social support will mediate the effect of age on mental health.
Social support can be provided in a number of different ways. Whilst most research has stressed the positive correlation between emotional support and mental health, material support may also be of considerable value during times of rapid transition and an uncertain economical climate tangible (Goodwin & Emelyanova, 1995) . The sharing of problems with a suitable other is likely to be of significance during times of considerable ambiguity ('appraisal support'), as is the need to maintain positive selfesteem during a time of rapid increase in unemployment where previous social statuses are in flux ('self-esteem support'). Finally, a sense of shared belonging is likely to be important during a time when more formal 'structured' interpersonal liaisons no long function (such as those established by official 'Komunalka' committees, the local apartment groups). I consider each of these four types of support when assessing the above research questions.
Method

Participants
The data reported in this study were collected as part of a series of studies conducted in 1995 into democracy in the former Soviet Union. In each country researchers aimed to gather samples which were as representative as possible in these fast-changing societies. To this end they selected participants from an extensive network of private organizations and companies, directors' organizations, schools, hospitals and training institutes, with data collected from as representative a sample as possible in workplaces, institutions, at local trade association meetings and in private homes. Thus, for example, the Belarusian team worked with the 'Horizont' production association, 'Integral' production association, Minsk pilot accessories factory, 'Amkordor' joint-stock company, the Refrigerator Plant, secondary schools, universities and the Academy of Sciences, libraries, the Belarusian Association of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs, a number of private firms, a hospital and a polyclinic. Researchers also interviewed retired pensioners at meetings or privately in their homes. All respondents were assured of their anonymity. Table 1 provides a breakdown of key sample characteristics by country. Because there is evidence that the support networks of migrants in many former Eastern European countries differ from those born in the society (Pilkington, 1997) , I omitted respondents not born in the country under study. A total of 2,672 participants were therefore included in the reported analyses (480 students, 682 manual workers, 518 civil servants, 503 managers and 489 who classed themselves as retired) with every attempt made to have as representative a sample as possible within each occupational Table 1 . Characteristics of the sample: national differences and similarities category. Hence, workers were split evenly into private and state sector workers in each country, managers were even-sized groups of small private businessmen and managers above supervisory level and civil servants were equal groups of teachers, doctors, cultural workers (e.g. museum workers) and scientists.
Measures
Although these instruments were largely devised for a Western setting they were backtranslated by two bilingual translators in each country and items were then appropriately decentred to enhance the naturalism and readability of the translations ( Van de Vijver & Leung, 1997; Werner & Campbell, 1970) . Perceived social support was assessed using the Interpersonal Support Evaluation List (ISEL; Cohen & Hoberman, 1983) , a widely employed measure of support used extensively by members of the research team in other projects in this region. A typical item asked respondents to what extent they agreed with the statement 'There are several people I trust to help solve my problems', with respondents indicating their answer on a 4-point scale ranging from 'definitely false' to 'definitely true'. This measure includes indicators of self-esteem, appraisal, tangible and belonging support (discussed above). Following back-translation and decentring, this inventory was modified to a 20-item measure to avoid questions deemed as inappropriate for the setting whilst maintaining the four types of support included in the original ISEL. Mental health was assessed using Goldberg's 28-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ: Goldberg & Hillier, 1979) , a measure widely used to detect non-psychotic psychiatric disorders in broad community samples. Respondents also indicated whether their income was 'below minimum to live on', 'minimum', 'above minimum' or 'much above minimum' 1 . Alpha reliabilities were generally deemed to be acceptable (overall standardized alphas: .89 for the GHQ (ranging from .88 in Russia to .92 in Ukraine) and .75 for the reduced ISEL (from .73 in Georgia to .76 in Russia)).
Results
Age and social support I first conducted a 'pan-cultural' analysis 2 , examining the relationship between overall social support and age across the sample. Age has a small but significant impact on social support (rð2; 661Þ ¼ 2:12, p , :001). Examining the four forms of support that make up the ISEL scale (Table 2) , age is most strongly correlated with tangible support (r ¼ 2:14) and the least strongly correlated with esteem support (r ¼ :01). A simple analysis of three age segments -those under 25 (primarily students), those aged 25-60 (manual workers, managers or civil servants) and those of retirement age and overshows clear differences between the three groups in total support scales, M score items of 3.06, 3.00 and 2.94, respectively, Fð2; 2; 807Þ ¼ 14:2, p , :001, with post hoc analyses showing significant differences between all three groups.
An interaction between nationality and age suggests a differential impact for age on total support scores across the four nations, Fð3; 2; 657Þ ¼ 4:97, p , :01. I therefore report analyses for each country separately (Tables 3 and 4) . From this it can seen that overall support correlations with age vary greatly: from .01 (Georgia) to 2 .25 (Ukraine). This is revealed clearly in Figure 1 , where the steepest fall in support is for Ukrainians whose support drops rapidly after the age of 60. In contrast, support increases marginally for the Georgian retired. 
Age, support, gender and income
To further explore the relationship between age and support I examined the impact of the additional moderating variables of gender, income and nationality on the agesupport relationship in two regression analyses, using a method derived from the crosscultural technique described by Van de Vijver and Leung (1997) . Table 5 presents the coefficients for regressing overall social support on age, income and nationality and the interactions between these variables. In the first step of the regression I entered only age; in Step 2, nation, gender and income and the interaction between age and these three variables. As can be seen from the table, adding income had little impact on the percentage of variance in social support, but gender was a significant predictor of overall support (b ¼ 0:177, p , :001). I repeated this procedure for each of the four social support subscales 3 . Gender effects were significant for appraisal and belonging support, with women scoring higher levels of support (b ¼ 0:186, p , :001 and .194, p , :001, respectively). Income was not a significant predictor of scores for any of the four support subscales.
Age, social support and mental health
What is the impact of social support on mental health and how might this be related to age? Age has a significant but modest correlation with mental health across the sample as a whole (rð2; 2667Þ ¼ :15, p , :001; a high score on the GHQ indicates poorer mental health). There is also a small to moderate positive correlation between social support and mental health (rð2; 2667Þ ¼ 2:21, p , :001). This latter correlation was stronger for the youngest and oldest age groups (ages 18-24 and over 60; r ¼ 2:24 in both cases, p , :001).
A mediator is a variable that accounts for the relationship between the predictor and criterion variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986 , p. 1176 . As can be seen from Table 2 , age is negatively correlated with social support in all the countries of the study except Georgia, whilst social support is a positive correlate of good mental health in all four nations. I followed the steps prescribed by Baron and Kenny, using the Aroian test suggested, to test the mediating effects of support on the age-mental health relationship (available at http://www.unc.edu/, preacher/sobel/sobel.htm). Table 6 gives the results of this analysis. Total social support scores partially mediated the relationship between age and mental health and appraisal and tangible subscales showed partial mediation in separate analyses of support subscales. The lack of a significant relationship between age and self-esteem support meant that no mediation was possible and the mediating effect of belonging support was not significant.
Discussion
The last decade has witnessed great social, economic and political changes in the countries of the former Soviet Union. The data analysed in this paper, collected in the midst of these transformations, examines the relationship between age and social There is no significant correlation between age and self-esteem support, so no mediation is possible.
3 Full outputs of these analyses can be obtained from the author.
support, a potentially important buffer against the uncertainties arising from these transitions. Overall, older respondents reported lower levels of perceived support but there were marked cultural variations in this correlation. Consistent with previous work, gender was also a significant predictor of support perception. Social support was, in itself, a small positive correlate of mental health, although such support had only a limited and partial mediating impact on the relationship between age and mental health. The overall, 'pan-cultural' correlation between age and support is largely consistent with the previous work reviewed in the Introduction to this paper. Older respondents in this region have found that the previous certainties of decades of Soviet rule have been radically undermined by the rapid social changes of the post-communist era, with established communities and 'ways of living' abruptly disrupted by the radical reorganization of these cultures (Reykowski, 1994; Rose, 1995a) . Given the impoverished condition of many seniors in this region, the decline in tangible, material support with age observed in the study is perhaps unsurprising. These findings also suggest that age variations in support are heavily filtered by cultural beliefs and expectations (Smith & Goodnow, 1999) . Consistent with previous work in this region (e.g. Goodwin, Nizharadze, Nguyen Luu, Kosa, & Emelyanova, 2001) , support levels were relatively high amongst the Georgian samples and did not decline with age.
A number of possible factors might contribute to the relatively high levels of social support perceived across the life-span in this country. First, strong social networks across the generations evolved in this country in resistance to former Russian Soviet domination (Mars & Altman, 1983 ) and a series of continuing conflicts in the border regions of this nation may have served to underline a sense of 'common fate' amongst people across the nation. Second, Georgia is a comparatively religious country, with a strongly influential Orthodox Church (Inglehart, 1997) . Such widely shared religious affiliation may also be an important factor in promoting societal integration (Scharf, 1995) .
Gender effects on perceived support were largely consistent with previous research in this region (e.g. Schwarzer et al., 1994) . In multiple regression analyses that included income, nation and age, gender was a significant overall additional predictor of support, with women reporting higher levels of support for belonging and appraisal. Such support may have emerged from women's working roles in the former Soviet Union. For two generations women were expected to fully participate in the workplace, solidarity amongst women was encouraged by the State and families were provided with at least some state support to encourage women's full involvement in work (e.g. the provision of state-subsidised nursery provision; Einhorn, 1993) . However, the extent to which the work environment can provide support has been severely challenged in the last decade, with many post-communist governments keen to encourage 'traditional' sex roles and a return to the 'womanly mission' of family responsibility (Einhorn, 1993; Gorbachev, 1987; Kerig, Aloyshina, & Volovich, 1993) . This has led to a particularly onerous 'dual burden' of work and home duties for women in the post-perestroika era, which may severely undermine the continuing opportunities for women's work-based support networks (Zdravomyslova, 1995) .
The overall correlation between mental health and social support reported in this study was only modest in size, potentially reflecting the potential costs of seeking or providing support during periods of psychological uncertainty and transition (Hobfoll & London, 1986) . Contrary to most studies in the Western literature, it was tangible (rather than 'emotional') support that was the most highly correlated with psychological outcomes and had the greatest mediating impact on the age-mental health relationship. Such a finding emphasises the significance of practical support in this generally economically deprived region and may be seen as one expression of the importance of security and material needs in countries undergoing significant economic hardships, with all four countries in the sample having high survival, rather than self-expressive, values (Inglehart, 1997; Maslow, 1954) . Such a finding may also suggest that whilst tangible assistance is generally welcomed, emotional assistance may reach a plateau above which additional support can appear to be controlling and may undermine mental health (Chappell, 1992) .
What are the broader implications of these findings? Obviously it is important to be careful in interpreting these results because the effect sizes were generally quite small. Nevertheless, there can be little doubt that, for many, the social changes of the previous few years in post-communist Europe have fundamentally undermined existing patterns of social relations. As a result, it is evident that many in such nations are at a loss as to how to respond to these social transitions and may require considerable guidance in the 'new era' as well as emotional support (Vaux, 1988) . The largest impact of these changes is likely to have been on the poorer and older members of these societies. Whilst older people in Eastern Europe could play an important 'stress buffering' role for the wider family, symbolizing 'connectedness' in a time of social transition (Chappell, 1992) , it is also clear that many in the younger generation perceive older people as having even less to offer them than that perceived by their counterparts in the West (Vaux, 1988) . Whilst in other societies the weakening of informal social networks following social change can lead to a greater dependency on social services, particularly amongst older and frailer communities (Scharf, 1997) , such formal support structures are largely absent in the countries in the present investigation (Iecovich et al., 2004) . Given the (albeit modest) relationship between social support and mental health found in the present study, it is perhaps unsurprising that high rates of alcoholism and suicide amongst men in particular have been accompanied by large drops in life expectancy, particularly in the countries where the study showed support levels to be at their lowest (Bobak et al., 1998; Turner, 2001) . Whilst the directionality of any mental health-support relationship is likely to be complex, the most informative model here will probably involve a series of feedback loops, with those lacking supportive resources likely to struggle to both actively cope with the changes and develop the interpersonal skills necessary to seek further assistance from others, whilst those low on psychological well-being are likely to be suspicious and rejecting of the support offered by others (Dunkel-Schetter & Skokan, 1990) .
Social support is a multidimensional concept (Chappell, 1992; Sarason et al., 1997) . The present study has only focused on perceived support but this may only be poorly correlated with the actual provision of support (Schwarzer & Leppin, 1991a) . Levitt, Weber, and Guacci (1993) reported an age-related shift in support provision, with younger respondents including more friends and less family members in their support network than older adults, whilst Litwin (2001) , in a representative Israeli sample aged over 60, found elective networks (diverse social networks and ones based on friendship) to be stronger predictors of morale than obligated social ties (neighbourhood and family ties). Future studies could profitably examine the sources of support available to respondents in transient cultures and how these might develop across the life-span (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980) . Further work might also usefully distinguish between close (central) and peripheral relationships, the latter of which might still provide an important source of informational support (Fingerman & Griffiths, 1999) . This work might also investigate some of the more 'problematic' implications of support, including the costs of unasked-for support which may be viewed by older people in particular as controlling and patronising (Smith & Goodnow, 1999) .
Future work also needs to address some of the methodological limitations of the present study. Although I included a large sample in the study, my conclusions are based on self-report data and the assumption that this data reflects actual behaviour may not be warranted. Despite attempts to include as wide a range of participants as possible, the sample might be biased towards those who are more 'socially involved', a common problem with research into support networks. McFarland, Ageyev, and Alabakina-Pap (1992) have spoken of a 'mentality-experience split' hypothesis for the former Soviet Union, which suggests that Soviet history and reality 'forced the world of activity apart from that of abstract thought and ideals' (p. 1008); others have even referred to a 'triple divide' between what one thinks, says and does in the region (e.g. Kon, 1993) . Other indices such as diary measures of social interaction might therefore produce valuable new insights into the timing, duration and intimacy of supportive interactions (Duck, 1991) . This research was cross-sectional in nature and, of course, some of the age-related differences described might have arisen from the particular adaptive strategies adopted by a life of transitions stretching back to before the end of communism. Finally, the research was only conducted in the major cities of four FSU countries. Given the large regional differences in socio-economic development in the countries of the FSU (modern Russia comprises nearly double the land space of the USA), future work should also strive to gather data from a wider range of rural and urban locations other than those investigated in the study described in this paper and could include a number of other groups also greatly affected by the transition from communism, including the newly unemployed (Kohn, 1993) . It should also strive to compare findings in this region with the kinds of changes in support that might be observed in other cultures following substantial political change, such as Vietnamese culture (Dalton, Hac, Nghi, & Ong, 2003) . Such a widening of participant groups and cultures may provide valuable new insights into the impact of culture as well as occupation and daily routines on changing societies.
